Replicon cell culture system as a valuable tool in antiviral drug discovery against hepatitis C virus.
Discovery of potential therapeutics against hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection has been hampered in the past decade by the inability to grow this virus in tissue culture and by the lack of robust small animal models. This situation has been improved by the recent development of a selectable HCV replicon cell culture system. For the first time, drug discovery scientists are able to screen large compound collections using the replicon cell culture system to identify small molecules with the potential to inhibit HCV RNA replication. The replicon system has also been used to elucidate inhibitors' antiviral mechanism of action and to optimize antiviral potency. In this review, we will summarize the recent development of HCV replicon cell culture system and its use in anti-HCV drug discovery. The antiviral activities of promising lead compounds are also reviewed.